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Desire to Know: Erudition, Empiricism and Personal Identity 
 
 
Literary erudition, erudition displaced from the realm of fact and research into the space of 
fiction, presents a curious paradox; can fiction help us understand facts? In this essay, I will explore 
literary erudition for its effects on the reader. To do this, I will first offer a working hypothesis on 
the shape of literary erudition today, then offer a limit case: the autofictive novels of Nina Bouraoui, 
specifically Mes mauvaises pensées (2005) and Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir (2018) in order to 
make the argument that the erudite approach to scholarship can provide an essential mode of 
engaging with our world, and not only arcane texts. Today, careful reflection is just as important as it 
has ever been, as are the erudite methodologies of rigorous analysis, careful assessment of 
documents, and informed selection of the documents to assess. But, erudition is not the same thing 
as scholarship, with its professional connotations. Instead, as one psychologist puts it, erudition 
“implies an eclectic, sturdy yet easygoing knowledge. Erudition is an intellectual compass.”1 
Erudition provides a foundation for further intellectual exploration; its value is in the potential for 
what it might uncover, in the unexpected associations it might furnish; it is an unregulated 
intellectualism. Randolph Starn understands literary erudition to be a subjective, empirically 
informed process, a methodology whose findings are a combination of the scholar’s positionality 
                                                     
1 Haag, Pamela. “Google: 1; Erudition: 0. Are search engines endangering erudition?” Psychology Today. Mar 04, 2013.  
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(e.g. vis-à-vis a major library), fortuitous discoveries, and hard work.2 Before I offer some examples 
of this kind of engagement in Bouraoui’s novels, I want to clarify what I mean by erudition, and 
what I understand to be at stake in that label.  
Erudition can define both the scholar and their object of study; it is at once an epistemological 
stance, a mode of comportment toward scholarship, and a quality of the –usually textual–objects 
being analyzed. Indeed, the CNTRL defines érudition as : 
Essentiellement dans le domaine des sciences de l'homme, notamment en histoire, et à 
l'exclusion de la recherche directe en sciences naturelles et exactes […] une méthode consistant à 
rassembler des documents nombreux et souvent exhaustifs autour d'une recherche. 
 The method requires the always-impossible quest for “exhaustif” data and analysis, which points 
the erudite toward objectivity, while acknowledging that it can never be achieved. Building off of the 
definition proposed by the CNTRL, literature that engages with documents in order to present the 
reader with a literary object that holds up to intellectual scrutiny, a literary object from which the 
reader can learn something, can be defined as erudite. But, since erudition also entails the practice of 
acquiring that information, erudite literature should feature the representation and performance of 
the methodology required to obtain the necessary documentation. Therefore, erudite fiction, like 
research, must indicate the object of analysis, as well as the materials and techniques necessary to 
perform that analysis with rigor. But “connaître” and “conserver dans sa mémoire” the texts, 
intertexts, and contexts as well as the commentaries on these takes work. This is why erudition in 
fiction runs deeper than assembling facts and knowledge. If a reader googles an intertextual 
reference, she does not thereby know the work; she simply can name the reference. Erudite fiction, 
however, invites the reader to learn something, to follow the process set forth via the 
documentation provided, in order to draw her own conclusions. For this reason, it is the 
                                                     
2 Randolph Starn. “Introduction: ‘The New Erudition’” Representations, Vol. 56 Autumn, 1996; (pp. 1-7) DOI: 
10.2307/2928704 
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combination of these two factors, erudition and the representation of the process of acquiring it, 
that constitute erudition in literature as more than a mere performance, but a literary category in its 
own right. 
But what is at stake in this label in the first place? Despite its aspiration for objectivity, or 
perhaps because of this, erudition has not been an ideologically neutral category. For one thing, the 
lineage of erudition is male. That tradition continues today; among the most prominent authors of 
erudite French language literature today are Mathias Enard of the inculte collective, Gérard Macé, 
hailed as “l’érudit malicieux” last March in Le Figaro,3 and Pascal Quignard, whose erudition, 
sometimes bordering on pedantry, is unmistakable. Wolfgang Asholt and Dominique Viart, in their 
essay on Mathias Enard’s erudition, refer to the modern predecessors of contemporary erudite 
literature: Michel Butor and Claude Simon, as they compile a list of contemporary erudite authors, 
having included those I just mentioned (Enard, Macé, Quignard) with the addition of Alain Nadaud 
and Pierre Michon.4 This list, they note, builds upon a previous list Dominique Rabaté compiled, 
naming Macé, Michon and Quignard. All of these compelling authors of erudite fiction are men. But 
that is not to say either that women do not write erudite fictions, or that such fictions belong in the 
past, as an irrelevant or misogynist subset of literature best left to gather dust like so many spoliated 
relics. Quite the contrary: if, as Dominique Rabaté argued in 1998, the erudite novel, then a “new” 
kind of fiction, was best suited to make the novel relevant again, after the ère de supçon and the 
Nouveau Roman, erudite fiction, inherently eclectic and unexpected, has not gone stale in the ensuing 
decades.5 In 2020, we can appreciate the erudite novel for its critical lens on the contemporary 
                                                     
3 Thierry Clermont. Le Figaro : "Gérard Macé, l'érudit malicieux." 07 march 2019. 
4 Messling, Markus, Cornelia Ruhe, Lena Seauve, and Vanessa de Senarclens, eds. Mathias Énard et l’érudition du 
roman, (Boston, USA: Brill | Rodopi, 2020)doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004425507, p. 21.  
5 Dominique Rabaté, « Mélancolie du roman ». In : Dominique Viart, ed., Mémoires du récit, Écritures 
contemporaines 1, Paris/Caen, Minard/Lettres modernes, 1998., p. 31.   
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landscape, for asking its readers to engage in critique. For instance, Mathias Énard’s Boussole engages 
with Said to question the nature of orientalism, to interrogate colonialism in the Middle East, and to 
address the contemporaneous impacts of the ongoing conflict in Syria (2015). Aurélian Béllanger’s 
La théorie de l’information (2012) also provides its reader with close documentation of a quite recent 
past, informing us of the technological innovations brought forth during the advent of the internet, 
from the 1980s and the Minitel through to the current moment, educating the reader with great 
detail on the technological innovation. He does this in part so that the reader may reassess the 
unique potential humans harbor, as distinct from machines. Without neglecting historical 
background, but with more focus on personal history, Bouraoui similarly traces the relationship 
between roman ruins on the coast of Tipaza, and her narrator’s biography, also set in the 
contemporary period, in her autofictive Mes mauvaises pensées; likewise, in Tous les hommes désirent 
naturellement savoir, the narrator draws parallels between the cave paintings at Tassili n'Ajjer and the 
traces of her familial history. In each case, the erudite fiction, impels the reader herself to engage in 
an erudite practice, as laid out in the diegesis. In particular, Bouraoui’s contribution to the erudite 
novel is to suggest alternative ways of knowing, rooted in empiricism, the body, and the land. As 
shown in, Mes mauvaises pensées and tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir, an erudite orientation 
toward oneself indicates not only the faith in research, documentation, and expertise suggested by 
the traditional erudite novel, but also a faith in the value of personal narrative, self-discovery and 
alternative sources of knowledge production. To get at this, it will be necessary to take a closer look 
at Mes mauvaises pensées.  
The novel opens with a narrator who has lost control over her own narrative:  
‘‘Je viens vous voir car j’ai des mauvaises pensées. Mon âme se dévore, je suis assiégée. Je porte 
quelqu’un à l’intérieur de ma tête, quelqu’un qui n’est plus moi ou qui serait un moi que j’aurais 
longtemps tenu, longtemps étouffée […]  J’ai très peur, vous savez, j’ai très peur de ce que je suis 
en train de devenir, je pense à A., le philosophe qui poignarda sa femme ; je crois que c’était 
comme dans un rêve pour lui, j’ai si peur que mon crime arrive ainsi, dans un demi-songe, dans 
un état où je ne contrôlerais plus rien (9).’’  
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Fearing that she no longer knows herself, she expresses her concern to vous, her therapist, that she 
will harm the woman whom she loves, she worries that within her, she harbors multiple selves, 
among these, one who is capable of immense harm. The novel, written as a single, 286-page 
paragraph progresses through the narrator’s journey to self-confidence as she unpacks her past 
traumas—traumas that are collective (the 2003 Boumerdès earthquake, which her father weathered 
in Algiers); traumas that are personal (heartbreak, losing herself with ex-lovers la Chanteuse and 
Diane); and trauma that haunts her in ways both personal and collective (being “arrachée” from 
Algeria in the advent of the décennie noire). Indeed, the novel suggests that all personal experience ties 
in to society; through the long phrases and paratactic poetics of Mes mauvaises pensées, the narrator 
juxtaposes intimate, seemingly trivial details of her personal life with ancient ruins and global events. 
This poetics implies that, because we make sense of our present based on our understanding of the 
past, all our memories, lived or learned, inform the way in which we make sense of the world. 
Therefore, we must take care to collect, order, and reconsider our memories, in light of the kind of 
world we would like to construct. In other words, the best approach to our personal history is an 
erudite one, with great attention and intellectual rigor directed inward as well as outward.  
A key figure through which Bouraoui asserts the value of erudition is the therapist. The 
apostrophized doctor, with her objective gaze, symbolizes knowledge and expertise, but she is, as a 
result, a blank canvas:  
 ‘‘Vous êtes un corps blanc, vous êtes le corps du médecin, le corps qu’on ne touche pas […] je 
n’ai pas honte de ma parole, j’ai toujours écrit vous savez. Avant j’écrivais dans ma tête, puis j’ai 
eu les mots, des spirales de mots, je m’en étouffais, je m’en nourrissais ; ma personnalité s’est 
formée à partir de ce langage, à partir du langage qui possède. Je n’ose plus me regarder dans le 
miroir, je ferme les chambres de notre appartement à clé, je cache les couteaux, je dors seule, j’ai 
si peur de faire du mal à l’Amie (10).’’ 
 
Taking a broad view of Mes mauvaises pensées, the novel itself proves the efficacy of the cure. While 
the psychological disorder that engenders an écriture blanc here appears in the immediacy of the 
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present tense, as opposed to the “avant,” we know, as readers, that the author was able to move on 
from her phobias. Of course, it is unfair to assimilate the je of this autofictive novel to Bouraoui 
herself, but the narrator’s identity as an author, coupled with the publication of “her” treatment 
cannot go unacknowledged. If the therapist is a corps blanc, so too the narrator—she should be free 
to redefine herself in the space of the therapist’s office, without fear of incorrect interpellation and 
the violence this engenders. The narrator toys with the self-assertiveness normally implicit in the je, 
rendering her plural, in a state of flux. Pronouns are slippery in this novel. The vous here is also 
polyvalent: the therapist, “un corps blanc,” is at once the page of the text itself and, by extension, a 
symbol for the reader, to whom the author-patient addresses her narrative. The second-person 
address serves as a direct suggestion that the reader follow the narrator in her process for self-
discovery. If the narrator must restructure her narrative, reframe her past in order to better function 
in the future, so too might the reader engage in the analysis essential to that project. Further, we are 
implicitly asked a related question—is the disease entirely personal, or is society—and, by extension, 
the reader—also implicated in the cause, and therefore the cure, of these mauvaises pensées? How 
might the reader respond to the injunction to help the narrator implicit in the cry for help that opens 
the novel?  
One way for the reader to participate in the cure is for her to trust in the process, to behave like 
the erudite therapist, attentive to connections and sites productive of personal meaning. In an 
analysis of the erudition in Mathias Énard’s œuvre, ‘‘Représentations et usages de l’érudition chez 
Mathias Énard,’’ Victor Toubert argues that what makes the artists cited in the novel erudite is that 
they  “construisent des liens, des ponts […], ils établissent des rapports entre des zones éloignés 
géographiquement ou culturellement, ils montrent que la culture est dans le rapport, dans la relation, 
et on voit déjà ici comment l’érudition se forme comme une chaine de transmission (Toubert 122).’’ 
That is, erudition can be understood as the act of creating links, recognizing the interrelatedness of 
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various cultural topoi, be these literal places, or instead documents, subject matter, or ideas. Mes 
mauvaises pensées, as it traces a first-person narrator’s journey through psychotherapy, illustrates this 
process of self-assessment through self-documentation, tracing the links between inherited and lived 
past. As the narrator analyses and re-analyzes her memories and thoughts, returning to various 
scenes that stick with her, she comes to a deeper understanding of herself in the future and 
present—and ceases to fear herself. Thus, memory is neither an involuntary rehearsal of the past, 
nor a voluntary conjuring of what was as it was—it is a tool for careful study and reflection. As she 
asserts in the desinit : “Je garde les mots de mon père: ‘Je j’ai pas peur parce que je sais.’ (286).’’ Part 
of her cure has been a reinterpretation of the saying that knowledge is power. Oana Panaïté defends 
this kind of memory for its intellectual value : “ramasser patiemment les fils du passé n’est pas de 
l’ordre de la contemplation passive, mais d’une recherche active de ce qui, dans le temps révolu, peut 
informer le temps à venir.’’6 When the narrator announces: ‘‘Il n'y a que ma vérité vous savez, il n'y a 
que mon interprétation des choses,’’ she is, of course, stating a fact; but the novel’s progress 
undercuts the seemingly straightforward factuality of this sentence. That is, the narrator’s 
interpretation of the truth changes throughout the course of the novel. In particular, as she ceases 
listening to La Chanteuse or Diane, lovers who lead her astray, acknowledges the effects of her 
French family’s racism, and attends to the books of Hervé Guibert, the care of l’Amie, or the advice 
of her doctor, the fear and impulsions for which she seeks therapy gradually cease to control her. 
Therefore, at the heart of the novel is the understanding that a singular event or memory gains 
personal significance not from the immediacy of the experience, but rather from its inter connection 
                                                     
6 Panaïté, Oana. “Étrangèreté Et Écriture Du Nonsavoir : Hélène Cixous, Nina Bouraoui Et Leïla Sebbar.” MLN 129, 
no. 4 (2014): 798. www.jstor.org/stable/24463562 
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with the other experiences in the narrator’s life. In other words, she analyses herself with the same 
techniques a researcher would use on source material for an erudite project.  
Indeed, the erudite technique is not only witnessed by the reader, it is required of her. Despite 
the clear, approachable style, Mes mauvaises pensées asks the reader to do work. The metapoetics of the 
novel insist on the idea that individual events, actions, and thoughts gain meaning through their 
interrelation and transmission.7 The novel requires the reader to linger with the narrator through the 
recurrent troublesome memories, to walk through her past relationships with her, to appreciate that 
the narrator becomes who she is in dialogue, in relation to others, in the process of defining herself 
for them: “Quand je rentre de nos séances, j’écris sur un carnet mon histoire, qui devient, lentement, 
votre histoire, parce que je n’arrive plus à vous dissocier de moi […] (47).”  There is an orientation 
toward documentation that insists truth is something both to be pursued and analyzed in context, 
not tracked down in its purity. This is in contrast books which, unlike her own, “ressemblent à des 
rapports de police, il y a des écrivains qui ne possèdent que la vérité de l’écriture (49).” Instead, here 
desire to understand causes the reader to engage in a paratactic practice of comparison, uncovering 
facts through associations, tracking her response to the therapist’s questions, in a one-sided 
elenchus: 
Comment j’étais enfant? C’est votre première question : comment j’étais ? J’ai déjà des mauvaises 
pensées mais je ne m’en souviens plus, j’ai le visage d’un ange, je suis blonde avec les cheveux 
bouclés, puis à l’âge de sept ans, il y a ses yeux qui mangent tout ; je ne sais pas si je vais bien, je 
suis triste, mais je ne suis pas triste à cause de ma famille, je suis triste à cause de l’Algérie, je 
suis-je cœur de l’Algérie, il y a ces photos prises dans les champs de ruines romaines de Chenoua 
ou de Tipaza, ces photos qui disent bien toute la beauté et toute la solitude de l’Algérie, je suis 
triste à cause de cela, je suis comme cette homme un jour, à Barbès, qui crie : ‘je vous déteste 
parce que vous avez oublié les Algériens,’ j’ai des milliers de mots dans ma tête, des milliers de 
petits organismes vivants, j’ai des gestes répétitifs—éteindre, allumer, éteindre, allumer, cent fois, 
                                                     
7 Toubert makes this argument for Mathias Enard’s Boussole in Mathias Enard et l’érudition du roman, p. 126: “le sens n’est 
pas imme ́diat, attache ́ a ̀ la singularite ́ de l’éve ́nement, mais a ̀ construire en relation et a ̀ transmettre”  
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mille fois par nuit, toucher les feux rouges, les pylônes électriques, les arbres, la pierre, les murs 
de mon école (25). 
The narrator’s response to her therapist takes a full page for one phrase. This periodic sentence 
reflects the trajectory of thought; not a teleological arrow toward a target, but a lingering, careful 
tread through the ruins of her past. She is constructing the bridges to which Toubert alludes, linking 
personal sadness to global violence. She concludes, ‘‘[m]on corps est aussi le corps du monde, je ne 
suis pas séparée (25).’’ The repetition of gesture with evoked in association with Tipaza here ties 
both to the personal—photos, physical repetitive impulsions, but also the political—the roman 
conquest of the Mediterranean, the French colonization of North Africa, the consequences of which 
physically manifest within this child: “je suis triste à cause de cela,” so as to efface the barrier 
between political and personal. The narrator here tells off her therapist—there is no way to 
understand her without attending to both the long historical past, and to her immediate experiences.  
She insists on an erudite approach. If, as Toubert claims, “le premier usage de l’érudition [est] 
justement le dépaysement qu’elle provoque (123),’’ then Bouraoui’s novels meet all of his criteria.  
Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir8 corresponds even more directly to Toubert’s usage 
of erudition, as it provokes the sentiment of dépaysement even as it analyzes this sentiment. an 
autofictive exploration of homosexuality, composed of vignettes, memories of only a page or two, 
placed one after the other. The narrator claims: “Il y a une histoire de la homosexualité, des racines 
                                                     
8 Nina Bouraoui opens Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir with an epigraph from Aristotle’s Metaphysics, from 
which the novel also takes its title. Often translated into French as “Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir,” the 
Greek (Πάντες ἄνθρωποι τοῦ εἰδέναι ὀρέγονται φύσει 980a) notably does not use the gendered term for “man 
(andros),” favoring instead “anthropoi,” or “humankind.” Despite the gender neutrality of the original Greek, 
Bouraoui opts for the traditional French translation, which renders anthropoi as “men (hommes).” Yet, via her pursuit 
of knowledge throughout the novel, she classes herself among these men who desire to know. Indeed, “knowing” 
in this novel entails a questioning of the rigidity of gender categories themselves, because the knowledge Bouraoui’s 
narrator pursues here, like that of Aristotle’s First-Mover in the Metaphysics, is self-oriented, and, in her case, 
addresses the challenges of being interpellated as abnormal in terms of her gender, nationality, and sexuality. 
 10 
et un territoire. Elle ne vient pas du désir, du choix, elle est, comme on pourrait le dire de la 
composition du sang (Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir 61).’’ To probe this history, the novel 
takes the shape of a first-person account of the narrator’s memories of France, where she 
spent most of her adulthood and adolescence, and Algeria, where she lived until age 14, alongside 
reported facts of her mother’s family history. These memories come under three main headings; 
“savoir,” “devenir,” and “se souvenir,” but are not chronologically organized. This structuring 
principle serves as one of the novel’s underlying arguments; it makes the case that the journey to 
self-discovery (devenir) requires reckoning with both one’s lived past (se souvenir) and one’s inherited 
past (savoir). This entails research, both into herself and into her personal and family history. Further, 
via erudite paratexts including direct references to Foucault and Aristotle, Bouraoui primes the 
reader to approach the novel with an eye to erudition, even though the object of analysis, her 
personal history, would not traditionally fall under the rubric of an erudite corpus. 
One way in which the author’s erudition appears is via the centrality of writing as a theme in 
the novel. Writing is critical to the narrator’s self-discovery, a process that the novel details by 
showing the reader the steps along the way to self-understanding. For example, in the beginning of 
the novel, in a section labeled devenir, “becoming,” the narrator recalls her early writing:  
 
Devenir : 
  Je commence à écrire quand je commence à fréquenter le Kat.  
Mes sorties nocturnes sont des épopées intérieures. Je sors seule, comme un 
homme. Je me crois libre, mais ce n’est pas ça la liberté: personne ne m’attend, 
personne ne m’espère. Je ne suis rien, j’en ai conscience et j’ai honte. 
 Au bar, assise, j’attends, c’est triste, j’accepte cette tristesse car dans ce lieu qui 
ne me plaît pas, je cherche quelque chose. Les mêmes chansons passent et repassent, 
rien ne varie de soir en soir, cela m’évoque la mort. Je regarde les femmes danser entre 
elles, seule la solitude me choque.  
 Les mots réparent mes nuits à chercher ce que je ne trouve pas, l’amour et le 
souvenir de la beauté--les femmes allongées sur les rochers, les voix de ma mère et de 
ma sœur m’appelant depuis le sixième étage de la Résidence à Alger, la légèreté parfois: 
nous passions plus de temps dans les criques et les rochers qu’en ville, le labyrinthe 
des peurs.  
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 Mes premiers écrits inventent une femme seule et violentée. Sans en avoir 
conscience, je trace le portrait de ma mère. (24-5) 
 
  This vignette reflects across the dance floor in a kind of chiasmus; the narrator’s nights out at 
the Parisian lesbian bar the Katmandou are the pivot across which we see her epistemological 
position reflected. Both the first and the last paragraph are dedicated to the narrator’s early 
writing; the second and penultimate paragraphs are mirror images of each other. Whereas in the 
second paragraph, the narrator describes herself as nocturnal, solitary, and ashamed, despite 
going out in the city “like a man,” the fourth paragraph shows us whom the adult narrator would 
like to be: she is looking to recover the love and beauty she found among the women out in 
nature during her childhood; taking in the sunshine, in community with her sister and mother, 
away from the city. These two characters appear to have nothing in common; the child and the 
adult are nearly precisely opposite and it is only by means of words that the narrator bridges this 
gap. But this is precisely what motivates the archaeological project. In limbo at the Katmandou 
bar, the narrator is on a quest—as she puts it: “je cherche quelque chose.” Notably, while we open 
and close with the narrator’s first writings, the internal temporality of this memory is non-linear; 
we pass from the nights at the Kat back to childhood before we return to the budding author, 
regressing before progressing in time. The trajectory of this vignette rejects the notion of linear 
progress, just as the overarching structure of the novel, chronologically aleatory memories that 
seem to arrive as the narrator ponders them, appears linked thematically rather than temporally. 
This governing structure indicates that the quest is not to re-live, but rather to re-evaluate. This 
is why it is her experience as a writer that engenders the shift in self-understanding. In this way, 
this vignette can be read as a programmatic template for the archaeology of the self, an erudite 
approach to personal memory. Like Foucault’s Archaeology of knowledge, which re-imagines 
histories as a means through which societies render collections of documents significant, but 
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from which they cannot be separated,9 the narrator’s methodology assesses personal 
documentation to establish not the rupture between her adult and childhood selves but rather 
the continuities and the strata through which to analyze these as a kind of history. Rendering 
Foucault’s techniques personal, the narrator offers a means through which to come to 
understand the self without relying on hegemonic psychoanalytic discourses or simply accepting 
society’s frequently incorrect interpellations.  
Bouraoui’s autofictive narrators, through rigorous study of their own history, comport 
themselves as erudite researchers of the self. Even if the self is not the traditional object of erudite 
analysis, Mes mauvaises pensées and Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir indicate that erudition is an 
important approach to personal memory as well as to the literary canon. The poetic reflections on 
experiences in Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir and Mes mauvaises pensées compiled, analyzed, 
and re-worked in this autofictive space of the novel are not just there to be witnessed. Instead, as 
readers, we come to see the process through which the narrator arrives at her conclusions. This 
suggests a path toward self-discovery and acceptance available to the reader as well—the novels 
therefore function didactically. Without dragging the reader through philosophical exegesis, Tous les 
hommes désirent naturellement savoir nevertheless incites her to explore the significance of memories in 
the formation of knowledge, much the way that Aristotle describes it. Mes mauvaises pensées reveals to 
us that if we abstain from judgment, re-assemble the facts, and then take a long view, as a therapist 
or scholar would, this erudite approach to the document is also a healthy approach to the self. 
                                                     
9 Eg.: Foucault, Michel (1969): 13-14: “Disons pour faire bref que l'histoire, dans sa forme traditionnelle, 
entreprenait de «mémoriser» les monuments du passé, de les transformer en documents et de faire parler ces traces 
qui, par elles-mêmes, souvent ne sont point verbales, ou disent en silence autre chose que ce qu'elles disent; de nos 
jours, l'histoire, c'est ce qui transforme les documents en monuments, et qui, là où on déchiffrait des traces laissées 
par les hommes, là où on essayait de reconnaître en creux ce qu'ils avaient été, déploie une masse d'éléments qu'il 
s'agit d'isoler, de grouper, de rendre pertinents, de mettre en relations, de constituer en ensembles.’’  
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Though through the course of both novels, we see the narrator wrongly interpellated in many ways, 
or betrayed, or disavowed, due to her sexuality, her nationality, or just common cruelty. But, the 
narrator’s desire for connection becomes linked, not only to eros, but also to writing, and to hope. 
In the final lines of Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir, the search for knowledge allows for the 
collective “we,” it unifies this incongruous Parisian crowd: “[n]ous ne cesserons de chercher à savoir, 
nous, les hommes et les femmes, égaux et différents, lancés dans le tourbillon de la ville et des 
atomes invisibles et magnétiques (264).” The novel concludes with an injunction to the reader, 
implicitly part of this nous, to learn, to keep an open mind, to approach society in an erudite way, as a 
means to seek common ground. To read these novels for their erudite metapoetics is to participate 
in this communal search for knowledge.  
  
 14 
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